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Preface




Human life is very precious to most of us; nothing is as valuable as drawing in breath and feeling the reassuring beat of our hearts. Most of us feel the same about the lives of other creatures, from fellow humans to animals, and this often includes even bugs’ small lives. Some people eat meat but would never think of hunting wild creatures. Some are vegetarians or vegans. The majority of us feel sad and even cry when we hear of disasters halfway around the world in which hundreds of people we never knew have perished. This ability to empathize—to identify with the pain of others—is the part of us that makes us human.


Yet there are other people who feel no sorrow or empathy when someone else suffers or dies. When they want something, the end justifies the means. Their motivation is usually financial gain or sexual conquest, but sometimes they act out of a need for revenge. If they look back at all on the death of someone who got in their way, it is without regret or guilt. With those who have no conscience and no empathy, there are no lingering doubts.


Despite my having written about a thousand or more killers, the ability to understand those without conscience is, for me, the most elusive. I can deal with it intellectually—but not emotionally.


The title of this book came to me full-blown, almost in a nightmare: Worth More Dead. As disturbing as it is to accept that these murderers believed their victims were, indeed, more valuable to them dead than alive, I know that it is true.


The first case history is about a man I encountered in a courtroom many years ago and never expected to hear about again. That he kept bouncing back into the headlines amazed me. He may have been smarter than many cold-blooded killers, or he may only have been more devious than most. He was always circumspect about choosing someone else to blame. Had he held the death weapons himself? That was always the question, but I think I may have finally answered it.


“It’s Really Weird Looking at My Own Grave” is the story of a serial killer and rapist who believed that if his victims were dead, they could not come back to identify him. Fortunately, some of them were smarter than he was.


“Old Man’s Darling” is a Colorado case, curious to ponder. The woman involved looked like an action-movie heroine, but her obsessions didn’t lend themselves to a romantic last chapter. How dare her aging lover cast her aside? Furious and desperate, she took action, and a terrible finale ensued.


“All for Nothing” is one of the most shocking cases I’ve ever written about, and my longtime readers know that that’s saying a great deal. Was it the result of a love triangle ripped apart? Or was it simply the inevitable ending to the erotic games one brilliant woman played with the men she delighted in enticing? She didn’t realize that one man was playing for keeps.


All of these murderers had what they considered a good reason to want their victims dead—be it financial or emotional—and the last case in this book, “A Desperate Housewife,” seems to have been fueled by both emotions. It is one of the saddest I’ve ever written about, although certainly none of the cases I cover are cheerful. What happened was so unnecessary, so selfish, and it will probably haunt you as it has me.








Worth More Dead












This case or, rather, series of cases, defies categorizing. The true culprit behind a number of fatal, near-fatal, cruel, and serious felonies wasn’t easy to spot. He—or she —was either really smart or really dumb. But then I’ve run across a number of killers who scored near genius in IQ tests but had no sense of how they appeared to others. And no common sense at all. Was this killer crazy? Probably not. Were his intricate plots brilliant and well designed? Sometimes. But sometimes not.


With every public document about this case that I have read over the last twenty-five years, I’ve become more incredulous. If the events weren’t so tragic, many of them would be funny, anecdotes suitable for “The World’s Dumbest Criminals.”


Still, there isn’t anything humorous about violent death, betrayal, and dark, emotional games designed to break hearts.


I don’t even know where to start explaining this killer, so I think I’ll jump in the middle and try to bring all the edges together. That way, my readers won’t ask, “What did you say?” as did a number of mystified judges when attorneys tried to detail the myriad felonies.


When even judges shake their heads in disbelief, you know you’re dealing with a tangled tale.
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Summer, 1980


For servicemen, there is good duty and bad duty. They are at the mercy of superiors who dispatch them around the globe, but few navy men would deny the many benefits of being stationed at the Whidbey Island Naval Air Station in Oak Harbor, Washington. There is also a U.S. Marine detachment stationed on the island. With Deception Pass to the west and Skagit Bay to the east, the setting is idyllic, a virtual vacation spot. Sailors—civilian and navy alike—anchor pleasure craft in Oak Harbor, and it has a small-town atmosphere: friendly, welcoming. Like most small communities, there are few secrets. Neighbors know neighbors’ business, and gossip flourishes. Love triangles are rarely as clandestine as the participants believe they are. Most sexual straying there is uneventful, but the scandal and shock waves that reverberated throughout Oak Harbor in mid-July 1980 were of a magnitude seldom seen. When the dust settled, those involved and onlookers hoped devoutly that nothing like it would happen ever again.


Because of what happened shortly after ten PM on that sultry Sunday night of July 13, 1980, four lives that had come together from widely scattered parts of the world were irrevocably changed. One man died instantly in a barrage of bullets from a .357 Magnum. The other three principals would tell divergent stories during a lengthy trial in Judge H. Joseph Coleman’s courtroom in Seattle as the 1980 Christmas season approached. There was no question of holding the trial in Island County; there had been too much pretrial publicity, and there probably wasn’t a citizen in the whole county who hadn’t heard of the murder of Lieutenant Commander Dennis Archer.


I attended that trial. Much of the convoluted narrative that follows is either directly from court records or from my conversations with close associates of the principals and from detectives’ precise recall. Some of it is from my own observation.


The testimony that was elicited in Judge Coleman’s courtroom was so explosive that spectators lined up for hours to get in, content to sit packed into the rows of hard benches in the overheated room, eager to listen to the almost unbelievable sequence of events that led up to the brutal slaying of the high-ranking naval officer.


One of the defendants on charges of first-degree murder and conspiracy was Dennis Archer’s widow, Maria Elena, 32, an exquisitely beautiful woman of petite stature. She could not have been more than five feet tall, and she wore her long dark hair pulled back from her face and loosely braided in shining waves. Once released from its braids, her hair would make a shimmering cascade reaching below her waist. She didn’t look like a cold-blooded murderess. Her voice was soft and her clothing was feminine and demure.


But then, most murderers don’t look the part.


The second defendant was a man Maria claimed she had never met. He was, she said, a complete stranger to her. His name was Steven Guidry. He was 26, a short man with a slight build, rather attractive with his sideburns and handlebar mustache. Guidry had come to Oak Harbor from his home outside New Orleans on the fatal weekend Dennis Archer was killed. But he had stayed a very brief time, unusual after traveling such a distance.


The third figure in an alleged plot to kill Maria’s husband was not on trial. He would be a witness, but he had already confessed to conspiracy to commit murder. He was Roland Pitre, 27, and was also originally from Cajun country near New Orleans. Pitre was a Marine Corps staff sergeant and Maria’s admitted ex-lover. To save himself, he had agreed to turn state’s evidence and promised to take the witness stand to bolster the prosecution’s case.


Roland Augustin Pitre Jr. was a good-looking man. He looked every inch the Marine, although he no longer wore the uniform. He wasn’t much over five feet ten inches tall, but he was extremely muscular. He carried himself as a longtime military man is expected to. His part in this puzzling murder was clouded. Was it possible that he was admitting guilt to protect someone else? No one doubted that he and Maria Archer had enjoyed a consuming and passionate affair so intense, both of their marriages had been teetering on the edge of divorce. Murder made divorce unnecessary.


Just what part Roland Pitre might have played in Archer’s murder no one but the investigators and the attorneys yet knew.


What happened to make this man turn on both the woman he swore he loved and the man who had been his best friend since their boyhood? The first overt betrayal on Pitre’s part proved to be only the onset of a quarter of a century’s worth of crimes to come, tumbling down one after the other until justice began to seem not only blind but deaf, too.


Of course, none of us sitting in that courtroom could know that then. All we knew was that the engrossing trial was certainly not a slam-dunk case for either side. Nevertheless, observers expected it all to be over before the holidays so that the lawyers, jurors, reporters, and the judge’s staff could enjoy Christmas and then move into the New Year and the next newsworthy case.


 


The female defendant, Maria Elena Archer, was born in Oruro, Bolivia. She had three older sisters and a younger brother, and her wealthy family could well afford to send her to private schools in Bolivia. When she left Bolivia in 1966, Maria had already completed the equivalent of two years of college; she was as brilliant as she was beautiful. And beautiful she surely was.


Maria went first to Ohio State University in Columbus, but the campus and the city were just too big and overwhelming for the 18-year-old, and she moved to Corvallis, Oregon, where she attended Oregon State University. Although even at trial some fourteen years later Maria still spoke with a lilting Hispanic accent, her grasp of languages was excellent. Indeed, she majored in languages, business administration, and psychology at Oregon State. She attended college there for almost three years, excelling in her studies and attracting the eye of more than a few male students.


It was Dennis Archer who won her love after they met in class and began dating. Dennis was a handsome, solid young man about to graduate with a degree in electrical engineering, which would make him a sought-after candidate for a career in the navy. The husky American and the flowerlike girl from Bolivia made a storybook kind of couple when they married in Corvallis on December 27, 1969.


Dennis’s first duty station took them to Pensacola, Florida, for four months. Home of the Blue Angels, the navy’s incredibly synchronized jet flying squad, Pensacola had charming old houses and white-sugar-sand beaches. They were lucky, too, when Dennis was assigned to a naval base in Corpus Christi, Texas. Again, they stayed just four months before another transfer.


The first permanent home the Archers ever had was in Oak Harbor, Washington, where Dennis was a Navy Air Arm navigator.


Oak Harbor and the Whidbey Island Naval Air Station became a true home base for the Archers. Their first child, a girl, Denise, was born there ten months later. Maria was saved the arduous chore of packing up, moving, settling in again every year or so, and the Archers remained in Oak Harbor for ten years, although Dennis was often away on deployment. Maria estimated later that Dennis’s duties kept him away from home for at least four of their ten and a half years of marriage. Service wives have to accept that. When they cannot, their marriages usually end in divorce.


Dennis Archer rose rapidly through the ranks, and he was a lieutenant commander by the late spring of 1980. He and Maria purchased a home on North Fairwood Place in Oak Harbor, and she was involved in activities both as an officer’s wife and as a member of the community. On the witness stand, Maria recalled that her marriage was one where she literally worshipped her husband. She said she had always placed Dennis “on a pedestal.” That attitude may have been the last vestige of her Bolivian upbringing.


She was totally devoted to her two children (a son was born a few years after Denise). Besides keeping an immaculate house, Maria loved to cook, to paint, and to study. She particularly enjoyed reading in the field of psychology, as she was fascinated by human behavior.


Surprisingly for a woman who appeared so delicate, Maria Elena had always been interested in exercise and physical activity; she took Middle Eastern dancing lessons (belly dancing is the more familiar term) and followed those up with jazz, tap, hula, and folk dancing. She became so adept that she taught dance classes at the Katherine Johnson Dance Studios in Oak Harbor and at Skagit Valley Community College in Mount Vernon, Washington. She directed and planned a Spanish night at the officers club and sewed costumes for and performed in local pageants and drama groups.


Like all service wives, she had to make a life for herself and her children, one that was not dependent on her husband. When Dennis was home, they were a regular family. But for much of the time she was basically a single mother.


“I was alone so much,” she remembered. “I spent a lot of time doing things with my children; I like to help other people and to get involved in the community.”


As idyllic as it sounded, things were not rosy in the Archer marriage. Their story is far from unique. Maria took much of the blame for the trouble, wondering if their relationship had faltered because she worshipped Dennis too much. “We weren’t on the same level. There was a lack of communication,” Maria said softly. “Dennis wasn’t willing to work out the marriage problems. His job was very important to him, and there was family pressure. We had counseling about four or five years ago, but I just couldn’t get close to him.”


As Dennis Archer trained to leave on another deployment in November 1979, Maria prepared to be alone again. She and the children would be alone for Thanksgiving and for Christmas. She testified that she was never unfaithful to her husband, even during the long months while he was away. To forestall temptation in a life without sex she deliberately kept herself very busy.


Maria explained that one of the activities that took up her time after the midsummer of 1979 were the judo classes that she—and the children—attended several times a week. The classes were very popular with service dependents in Oak Harbor. Marine Corps Staff Sergeant Roland Pitre’s instruction in self-defense and martial arts drew packed houses. His reputation was such that there were waiting lists for his classes.


Maria recalled that she initially went to the judo classes because of her interest in sports. She said she also went because she was sometimes frightened at night when she was all alone in the house with the youngsters.
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Roland Pitre was the instructor, and Maria was only one of many judo students. Then something changed—gradually, subtly, at first. Maria said she wouldn’t deny that there was a strong physical attraction between herself and the Marine who taught the judo classes with such grace and strength.


Roland Pitre didn’t talk much about his Cajun roots in Louisiana, but he still had a trace of the accent that was partly French and partly the melody of the bayous. He was not classically handsome; his chin was a little weak, and he had a small brush of a mustache, the same reddish color as his wavy hair. But he had a tautly muscled body and moved like a tiger. Although he wasn’t particularly well educated, Pitre was innately intelligent and had a quick mind. There was also a sense of danger about him, nothing overt, more like electricity in the air before a storm, the kind that makes the hair on your neck and arms stand on end.


Maria Archer’s and Roland Pitre’s magnetic attraction to one another was stronger than her loyalty to Dennis or the fact that Roland too was married. He and his wife, Cheryl, were married in May 1976. By May 1980 they were headed for divorce. She had moved back to Pennsylvania with their 18-month-old daughter, Bébé, to stay with relatives while they tried to sort their marriage out. Whether Cheryl knew all the details of Roland’s womanizing is unknown. Probably she didn’t. He had been like catnip to females since he was in his teens. Usually, he managed to keep his various conquests apart so that they had no way to compare notes.


Detectives one day winked as they said that besides his having well-toned abs and biceps, rumor said that Roland Pitre was exceptionally well-endowed and that that was one of his secrets in seducing the opposite sex.


Maria never mentioned that, of course. Later, she recalled that she was attracted to him because he seemed “a good person” and he adored children, as she did. She had felt a little sorry for him. He told her he’d spent six or seven years in an orphanage as a youngster, that he’d come from a home torn by dissension. “His first judo instructor changed his life,” she once told an Island County detective. “That was the first person who showed him he could be good at something. And he wanted to help other kids.”


What happened next was perhaps inevitable. Maria Archer never denied that after Dennis Archer went to sea, she and Roland Pitre began a physical affair sometime in the latter part of 1979. According to Maria, the affair continued until late March or early April 1980. They made no effort to hide it, and the liaison was an open secret in the small town of Oak Harbor. The couple were often seen out together, and they even entertained together. Maria admitted to having serious doubts that she could continue in her marriage.


 


Roland Pitre’s marriage blew sky-high, and his wife remained in Pennsylvania. Cheryl threatened to file for divorce, and he didn’t try very hard to dissuade her, although he did seem to be heartsick that he was separated from his daughter.


Maria insisted that her relationship with Pitre had nothing to do with the breakup of his marriage. She said that it was already over by the time she and Roland began to sleep together.


As for her own marriage, Maria had been torn. She wrote to Dennis and said, “If I can’t make you happy, I’m sorry, darling—but maybe we should try some other way.”


Maria recalled that she was surprised by her husband’s answer: he wrote that their problems were largely his fault, that he expected her to do everything. She wrote back and said part of it was her fault. “He opened up for the first time.


“He said he loved me very much, but he’d never contest a divorce. In late March or the first part of April 1980, I was planning to try my marriage again.”


According to Maria, Roland Pitre took her resolution to attempt to mend her marriage with grace. “He said, ‘I’m just a good friend. I’ll always be your friend. I just want you to be happy.’ ”


Dennis Archer was not due to return to Oak Harbor until June 1980. Still, Roland’s attitude toward her changed well before that. He seemed to accept her decision to end their affair but remained a constant in her life. They were no longer lovers, but he told her he considered her his closest friend. He would come to her house to babysit her children, and he was a great friend of the neighborhood children. She was busy sewing costumes for a town pageant and Roland even helped with that.


The Marine from New Orleans, who was four years younger than Maria, had lost his wife, his child, and now his mistress, but according to Maria, he accepted all of it with equanimity. He had asked her to divorce her husband and marry him, he had told her he loved her, but that was all in the past. Now, she was only his good friend: “the best friend he’d ever had.”


Roland still needed Maria’s advice. He wanted to gain custody of his daughter, Bébé. Maria pointed out that a little girl should be with her mother. He didn’t agree with her. Maria didn’t know Cheryl Pitre, but Roland was adamant that he would make a more reliable parent for his toddler daughter.


In June, Dennis Archer returned home. “We were going to be a family again,” Maria testified sadly. “My husband always said, ‘You don’t have to tell me everything,’ but I thought I would—but I didn’t want to hurt him.” Dennis seemed to accept her confessions, and she said their last weeks together were good. “My husband had changed. We would talk until four AM. We were going to leave and go camping. I told Roland I could finally express my feelings to my husband.”


 


Everything appeared to have come together flawlessly like the seamless ending of a romance novel. Maria’s husband appreciated and communicated with her now. She said he had forgiven her for her few months of infidelity. And her lover wasn’t the least bit upset that she had gone back to her husband. According to her astounding revelations, Pitre had moved smoothly into the position of her best friend. No one was jealous. No one had an axe to grind, or revenge to seek. All the ends were tied up neatly, too neatly for a skeptic to believe.


His divorce papers filed, Roland Pitre traveled to the East Coast and returned with his 20-month-old daughter and his sister around the first of July. He moved them into a new apartment in Oak Harbor. He called Maria to see how things were going with her. She remembered that she wasn’t really that happy to hear from him. She told him a little sharply, “It’s none of your business. My life is my life.”


Apparently, she no longer needed him as a best friend at that point, and after that, she said she didn’t care to see him at all. Maria was totally reconciled with Dennis. Or so it seemed.
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It was 11:34 on Sunday night, July 13, 1980, when Maria Archer’s frantic phone call came into the Island County Sheriff’s Office in Coupeville, Washington, ten miles south of the Archer home. The dispatcher had to calm the female on the phone before he could understand what she was saying.


“Someone has broken in and shot my husband!” she cried.


The dispatcher was finally able to get the address, and he radioed the call to Deputy A. J. “Bud” Graves, who arrived at the residence in minutes. Graves found Maria and a neighbor waiting at the house on North Fairwood. She appeared very agitated, which was to be expected. She and the neighbor led Graves to an upstairs bedroom, where a man she identified as her husband, Dennis Archer, lay motionless.


There was no question that Archer was dead; the front of his polo shirt was one giant splotch of crimson, and still-liquid blood stained the carpet beneath him. Still, Graves knelt next to the body, and felt in vain for a pulse. Whatever had happened had happened very recently. There was no rigor mortis, no lividity; the body was still faintly warm to his touch. Nevertheless, Archer was dead.


Graves radioed for backup from Captain Robert E. Sharp, the head of Sheriff Richard Medina’s Criminal Investigation Unit. Detective Sergeant Ron Edwards was next up on the list to respond. Edwards was a ten-year veteran of the sheriff’s office, and he was about to become the investigator who would be principally responsible for probing into the baffling case.


He quickly ordered deputies to cordon off the house and yard to prevent curious bystanders from contaminating any evidence that might be there.


On the surface, the motive for Archer’s murder appeared to have been burglary: a stereo and other belongings of the family were stacked near the front door in the living room. Yet that was strange. The Archers, while comfortable, hardly seemed prime targets for a burglary. Nor did it seem prudent for a burglar to enter a home whose occupant, a husky, six-foot-tall 33-year-old naval officer was still awake. Far better to enter in the wee hours of the morning when the lights were out and the residents were sleeping.


Trembling, Maria Archer told the investigators that she had been out during the evening. She had driven a friend of one of her children home after baking pizza for her family and the other youngster. She left her children with Dennis so that she could visit a woman friend, Lola Sanchez,* who was also a Latin-American navy wife. Maria said she had intended to stop for a few breakfast items at a convenience store on her way home shortly after eleven but had decided it was too late and she had driven straight home from Lola’s house.


When she entered the house, the front door was unlocked, Maria said, but that wasn’t unusual. She called out, “Hi! I’m here,” expecting to hear her husband answer. Instead, she heard first silence, then her children screaming from somewhere in the basement.


“They were screaming, ‘Mommy! Mommy! Daddy locked us in the closet!’ I wondered if my husband had gone out of his mind,” she told Edwards. “Nothing made sense. There was a board across the door to our darkroom, and I wrenched it off to get my children out. The kids said a man came in the house. I looked around, but I was afraid. I was trembling inside, but I’m strong, a mother. I thought maybe someone was in the house, and I had to protect my children. The receiver was off the hook, and I called my neighbor and said, ‘Please come right now.’ The kids were blubbering. I left them with my neighbor, and I went upstairs.”


Maria Archer told the detective that she found her husband lying in the bedroom with his hand blocking the door. “His eyes were open. His mouth was open, and he was white. I knew he was dead. I kissed him and said, ‘Darling, we’ll always be together now. I’ll never leave you now.’ I moved his hand and shut the door.”


Maria said she was most concerned about her children and that she’d put them to bed, trying to calm them as they cried, “Daddy, where’s my daddy? Where did they take him?”


Then she went downstairs and told her neighbor that Dennis was dead and that she must call the sheriff.


It was a most puzzling case for the Island County investigators. If robbery was the motive, why wasn’t anything missing? Why did the supposed thief leave his loot still stacked in the living room? Had he been frightened off as Maria arrived home? A canvass of nearby homes by deputies elicited little information that might help. One neighbor thought she might have heard a shot approximately twenty minutes before Maria arrived home to find her husband’s body. Other nearby residents had neither heard nor seen anything.


Dennis Archer had been a well-liked and respected neighbor; no one could fathom why he would have been a likely target for murder.


The children, almost hysterical, could offer no help.


Nor could Maria.




*Some Names Have Been Changed. The First Time They Appear, They Are Marked With An Asterisk (*).
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It was a long, long night for Captain Sharp, Sergeant Edwards, and the investigative team as they diagrammed the crime scene, gathered the lethal .357 bullets, vacuumed for fiber samples, and cut sections of carpet from beneath the body. Dusting for latent prints proved to be fruitless. They didn’t find any useful possibles. There were tire tracks in the front yard of the Archers’ home, but they were faint because the weather was hot and dry; there wasn’t any mud to hold a good impression. Still, they painstakingly took samples of dirt and grass from the yard, hoping they would later use them to match debris caught in the undercarriage of a suspect vehicle.


There was one odd note that long night: Roland Pitre, who identified himself as a close family friend, made three visits to the Archer home, each time demanding to see Maria, insisting that she needed his emotional support. But Maria declined to see him until, at last angered by his continual prowlings by the house, she asked to confront him to tell him to go away. The detectives asked her not to do that. In fact, the Island County investigators were beginning to find Pitre’s presence highly suspect.


His stubborn refusal to leave was so questionable that they arrested him. He was soon charged on suspicion of first-degree murder. Detective Edwards drew up an affidavit and obtained a search warrant for Roland Pitre’s apartment, a residence approximately seven miles from the Archer home. The search warrant also listed Pitre’s van.


Their sweep of Pitre’s apartment unearthed one bizarre item: a spiky black wig. His van contained a duffel bag stenciled with the name “D. E. Woods.” Inside, they found only jeans and miscellaneous clothing. The duffel bag and its contents proved to have been reported as stolen by a D. E. Woods in a complaint filed three days before Dennis Archer was shot to death.


Subsequent lab tests found no fiber, dirt, or grass matches between the crime scene itself and Pitre’s home and vehicles.


For Detective Edwards, the father of small children whose wife was expecting another in November, the months ahead meant hours and hours of overtime, many trips across the country, and the wildest assortment of witnesses’ stories that any investigator had ever uncovered.


Virtually none of the principals had told the absolute truth going in. It didn’t take Edwards long to find out about the seven-month affair between the widow Archer and Roland Pitre. Maria Archer willingly gave Edwards an hours-long taped interview a few days after the murder, an interview in which she freely admitted that she and Pitre had been emotionally and physically involved from November 1979 until April 1980. She told Edwards of her resolution to rebuild her marriage at that point and of Pitre’s seeming acceptance of her decision.


More telling, she also admitted to Edwards that she had not in fact been with her friend Lola Sanchez on the Sunday evening her husband was killed. She had been at Roland Pitre’s apartment. “It didn’t have anything to do with anything—where I was—so I didn’t think it mattered.”


By late June, when he returned from the East Coast with his little girl and his sister, Maria said Roland Pitre had changed dramatically in his attitude toward her. Where he had seemingly released her from all obligations to him, he suddenly began to cling to her like a drowning man. He didn’t seem to be able to handle anything by himself: raising his daughter, helping his sister, planning his life. Maria told Edwards that she was appalled to realize how weak Roland really was.


He bombarded her with phone calls, begging her to come see him “just one more time…one more time.”


He had become the very opposite of what attracted her in the first place. Scornful that a man could be so powerless, Maria told Edwards that she nevertheless felt she had to help Pitre with all his problems.


She said she saw him in her regular judo classes between July 1 and July 13 and then he dropped in at her friend Lola’s one day when she was there. She agreed to have ice cream with Pitre and his sister one evening at his apartment. And she even invited his sister to her home for lunch one day. She wasn’t very surprised when Roland showed up too, and she had no choice but to let him join them. He then wangled an invitation to ride to Seattle with her to pick up costumes for the Spanish pageant on the pretext that his sister wanted to see the sights there. It was on that occasion, Maria believed, that he purchased a black wig, but she didn’t know what it was for.


 


“What happened on that Sunday night, the thirteenth?” Edwards asked Maria.


Maria deeply inhaled her cigarette’s smoke and recalled the last night of her husband’s life. She said Pitre called her that afternoon and pleaded with her to drop over in the evening to discuss his problems. She hadn’t really intended to go. She and Dennis had had a busy day: taking her children and their friends swimming, baking pizza for her family. She asked her son’s friend to spend the night, but his mother called to say that he had a doctor’s appointment early the next morning and that he’d better come home. So Maria had to deliver him there about eight. Then she visited with his mother, talking about the boys’ teacher and their school. Maria said she left and decided to drop in to see Roland, hoping that maybe she could finally get him straightened out so he wouldn’t be so fixated on her.


“I am very independent,” she said proudly. “I never knew anyone could be so dependent.”


When she arrived at Pitre’s apartment, she intended to stay only about twenty minutes. But she found him very anxious, and he said his sister was with friends for the evening. Maria said she meant to leave in plenty of time to get to the store to buy milk and bananas, but ended up talking with Pitre from about nine until eleven. She tried to explain to him that “responsibility is all around us—not just ourselves.”


Edwards’s mind was calculating the time sequence of the murder with Maria’s story. While she said she was in Pitre’s apartment, talking for two hours, someone stealthily entered her house, locked her children in the basement darkroom, and shot her husband.


Sergeant Edwards asked Maria the most cogent question: “Do you think Roland Pitre had anything to do with it [Archer’s murder]?”


She shook her head slowly. “Putting the pieces together, I asked myself, ‘Why did he come back? How could anybody do that?’ ”


Edwards wasn’t sure what she meant. “Why did who come back?” he asked himself. Did she mean, “Why did Pitre come back from the East Coast? Or why did he come back to her?” But she was talking freely, so he didn’t interrupt her.


Maria stated vehemently that she wanted only the truth. “I just want one thing. I pray to God. I don’t want to think he had anything to do with it. I’ve studied psychology. I thought he was all right.”


Maria seemed absolutely baffled that this man who showed such love for her, for her children, for all children, who seemed such a good person, could possibly be responsible for the death of her husband. And yet—and yet, he still loved her so much. She realized that he never really stopped adoring her, never accepted that she had totally gone back to her husband.


It was clear that she was painting herself as a woman who loved her husband, who had no reason to want him dead, and at the same time describing Roland Pitre as a besotted man who might well have done anything to win her back.


[image: space]


Ron Edwards interviewed a number of people who verified that Roland Pitre and Maria had been—at least for several months—a flaming duo. Jo and Mick Brock,* who categorized themselves as good friends of Pitre’s and more casual friends of Maria’s, had some electrifying information. Jo Brock said that before Dennis Archer returned from deployment, Maria had discussed her affair with Pitre.


“She said she loved Roland and she was afraid Dennis would keep her children if she divorced him. I told her to keep her family together and not consider Roland’s feelings.”


Jo Brock recalled that Roland begged her to call Maria and arrange a meeting between him and his lost love in the Brock home on the first or second of July and that this was after Dennis Archer returned from sea. “I did that, and they talked awhile in the living room and then went upstairs to our bedroom to talk for a couple of hours. When they came down, Maria rushed out and we could tell that Roland had been crying.”


Jo Brock said her husband had helped Roland move on or about July 1 and that Mick had been terribly upset afterward. “I finally got him to tell me what was wrong. He said Roland told him that he and a friend of his from back home [New Orleans] were going to kill Dennis Archer and make it look like an accident. We went to our chaplain and told him about what Roland had said. That was on July 5. My husband tried to talk Roland out of it. He didn’t know if he’d succeeded or not, but Roland thanked him for his concern.”


Jo Brock recalled that she had seen Roland Pitre three times on Sunday, July 13, the day Dennis was murdered. Roland lived only a half-block from the Brocks. He was “quite hyper” that day. “He came over around three to three-thirty, and he sat in the kitchen juggling brightly colored balls. He had dressed up like a clown the day before and juggled for the kids, and he promised to teach them how and to have a party for them. Then he came back at six to six-thirty and asked if his sister could spend the evening with us—because Maria was coming to see him and he wanted to talk to her alone. We liked his sister, so we said, ‘Sure,’ and she came over that evening about eight and stayed until eleven-thirty.”


“You said you saw Roland Pitre three times that Sunday?” Edwards prodded.


“Yes. Roland came over again at twelve-thirty, and he was so hyper that his hair was literally standing on end. He said he thought something had happened at Maria’s because he saw police cars there. He wanted me or Mick to drive over there with him. I was afraid of him. I thought he might hurt me or Mick—or maybe that other person he’d talked about would—but Mick went with him.”


Of course, something had happened at the Archer home.


Roland Pitre seemed to have had a motive for murder as old as the history of man: jealousy. Despite his later insistence that he and Maria had become only platonic friends, he had told others that he planned to kill Dennis Archer.


Edwards discovered that a .357 Magnum gun belonging to a friend of Pitre’s had turned up missing after he’d had a visit from the judo expert. Pitre borrowed a truck from another serviceman on the day of the murder, a truck that turned up—inexplicably—at the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport (Sea-Tac) the morning after the murder. The parking ticket for that vehicle, from the machine at the airport gate, read “12:16 AM, July 14.” That was just after midnight on Monday morning.


There were so many parts to this puzzle, and they were such extraneous fragments that they could not be forced to mesh into a working mold. Dennis Archer had been gunned down on July 13 between nine and eleven PM. During that exact time period, Maria Archer swore she was with Roland Pitre and that neither of them had left his apartment.


If the two lovers had arranged Dennis’s murder and were telling the truth about being together, there had to be a third individual who had done the shooting. Was it the “friend from home” that Pitre told the Brocks about? Jo Brock had seen a dark-haired, mustached man wearing a blue plaid shirt walk away from a truck near Pitre’s apartment on Sunday afternoon. Even though he was a stranger, she felt she could identify him if she ever saw him again.


Edwards looked for this mysterious man as the case became curiouser and curiouser. Roland Pitre’s mental condition deteriorated rapidly in jail. He mumbled about a killer named Targan who was responsible for Archer’s death, he constantly carried around a blanket that he said was his small daughter, and he urinated on himself. He appeared to be in a catatonic state. He was either crazy or was doing a very good job of pretending to be. When he grew even more disoriented, he was taken first to a local hospital, then transferred to the Western Washington State Hospital for observation.


While Pitre babbled incoherently and pretended not to understand what psychiatrists were saying to him, the Island County sheriff’s investigators learned that a close friend had indeed visited him in Oak Harbor on the weekend of July 12 and 13. This was Steven Guidry, 26, another man of Cajun descent, who normally lived in Hanrahan, Louisiana, a suburb of New Orleans. Airline records confirmed that Roland Pitre had prepaid a round-trip plane ticket through a travel agency for one “Billy Evans” to travel coach from New Orleans to Seattle. Edwards found that this ticket was canceled and that Pitre wired money to Steven Guidry instead.


A “Billy Evans” had been on a flight that arrived at Sea-Tac airport around noon on July 12 (Saturday) and had departed Sea-Tac for New Orleans on a seven AM flight on Monday, July 14.


 


Having been declared sane at the Western Washington State Hospital, Pitre was returned to the Island County Jail. On July 21, he visited in jail with relatives, and then asked to speak to Captain Sharp. His statements at that time gave the Island County Prosecutor’s Office probable cause to arrest Steven Guidry on suspicion of first-degree murder in the death of Dennis Archer. Sergeant Edwards flew to New Orleans and assisted in the arrest, bringing an apparently bewildered Guidry to jail on Whidbey Island.


The second arrest hit the community by surprise. Then the thirty-four-page statement that Roland Pitre gave to Edwards on September 2 led to yet a third arrest, one that sent shock waves through the tight community. Maria Elena Archer was booked into jail on September 6 on murder charges.


The sheriff’s office tried to maintain a tight lid on information about the murder, but rumors spread furiously. Still, the curious would have to wait for the trial before any of the actual statements made by witnesses and the principals were revealed. A change of venue from Island County to King County was granted and the Seattle courtroom was jam-packed as the trial for Maria Archer and Steven Guidry began in early December. Many of the “Islanders” had taken the ferry from Whidbey Island to the mainland to listen to testimony.


It seemed ironic that Roland Pitre was not on trial. With his statements about the guilt of Maria, his lost love, and Steven Guidry, he had cleverly manipulated his plea bargain. He had been allowed to plead guilty to a lesser charge of second-degree murder in exchange for his testimony.


If Pitre ever had been crazy, he had quickly recovered his wits and made sure he would do himself the most good. During the trial, Guidry was still in jail, but after spending several weeks in custody Maria was released on bail. She was free to come and go from the courtroom, to have lunch in downtown restaurants, and to mingle with trial observers in the marble hallways of the King County Courthouse.


The twelve jurors and two alternates in Judge H. Joseph Coleman’s courtroom did not have an easy task before them. They would hear the three different and completely contradictory statements regarding the murder of Dennis Archer. Just about the only thing that the prosecutors, the defense lawyers, and the defendants agreed on was that Dennis Archer was dead, that he had been sent to his grave by three bullets in his chest.


It was strange to see the two defendants in the courtroom. They were both small people who looked as if homicide would be completely alien to them. Steven Guidry sat at the far end of the L-shaped cluster formed by the two defense tables, next to his lawyer, Richard Hansen. Maria Archer sat three chairs away, beside her lawyer, Gil Mullen, a former Seattle police officer. During the three-week trial, Maria and Guidry never even glanced at each other.


It was quite possible that they didn’t know each other, although the State contended they almost certainly knew about each other because of the plotting between Maria and Roland.


 


David Thiele, the Island County prosecutor, presented the State’s case, and Sergeant Ron Edwards of the sheriff’s office assisted the prosecution, sitting close by Thiele to help with information on the details of his investigation.


The first row of the gallery was reserved for the media. We were packed so tightly that we could barely scribble on our yellow legal pads. The second row was made up principally of friends and family of the victim and of Maria Archer. The rest of the long oak benches were up for grabs by a long line of spectators.


The Archer-Guidry trial in 1980 was one of the very first in Washington where both television and still cameras were allowed into the courtroom, and cameramen from all major stations and newspapers in Washington took turns filming the proceedings. Maria, completely beautiful from any angle, was their chief subject. Sometimes it appeared that she was unaware of the cameras focused on her. Sometimes she seemed to pose for them.


Roland Pitre, the former Marine Corps staff sergeant, the judo instructor, the admitted ex-lover of the female defendant, transfixed the crowd and had the jury’s full attention for four days as he laid out a story of passion and conspiracy to commit murder.


Pitre maintained that he had been totally in love with Maria and that it was she—not he—who had convinced him that the only way they could ever hope to marry was to have her husband killed.


He testified that Maria was terrified that she would lose custody of her children if Dennis divorced her and that she couldn’t bear that. According to him, she begged and nagged him to help her until he finally agreed. “I was doing something that I didn’t want to do. I knew it was wrong,” Pitre earnestly told the jury.


He described how the pressure from Maria to kill her husband built during the last days before Archer’s murder. “I felt I was losing my grip on things.” Pitre said he thought about seeing a psychiatrist and that he spent some time reading I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (a book then popular about a young woman institutionalized for schizophrenia). Try as he might, he testified, he was unable to stop the inexorable progress toward murder. He sighed as he said that he himself could not bear the thought of murder, but then he couldn’t stand to lose Maria, either.


Pitre recalled that Maria had first brought up the matter of killing her husband a few weeks before the murder. They were making love on the floor of his apartment when she initially broached the idea after he asked her, “How can I really make you mine?” He told the jurors that she had answered quickly: “The only way I can really belong to you is if you kill Dennis.”


He was shocked, he said sadly, to hear her say that.


The witness said he tried at first to suggest the demise of Dennis Archer in a nonviolent way. Pitre admitted that he purchased three bottles of Sominex—an over-the-counter sleep aid—and gave them to Maria, hoping that she would believe they might poison her husband and therefore trust that he, Pitre, was sincere in helping her. That didn’t work. She told him he’d better find a more effective way to kill Dennis.


Killing Dennis had to be a sure thing, not just something that would give him a stomachache or put him to sleep for a day. It needed to be death by gunshot or knifing or bludgeoning.


Because the community knew of his affair with Maria, the couple realized that neither of them could actually carry out the act of murder. They had to find someone totally unconnected to Dennis Archer, someone no one would recognize or remember who could do the killing. Stranger to stranger, the most difficult kind of homicide for detectives to solve.


The jurors, transfixed, watched Roland Pitre as he glibly told them a story that sounded as though it had come out of a film noir.


The plan had been refined, Pitre testified, to the point where he and Maria decided that he would contact his old friend, Steven Guidry, in Louisiana and fly him up to Washington, furnish him with plans of the Archers’ house layout, give him a gun, and send him off to do the job. Guidry would have firm instructions to make Archer’s murder look like the by-product of a burglary that he had interrupted. If this had been a forties movie, the plan would surely have called for Guidry to die, too, after he had accomplished his deadly assignment.


Pitre said he had contacted Guidry and offered him $5,000 to do the killing. Guidry countered by saying he would do it for nothing. This was very hard for the jury and the gallery to swallow.


Pitre testified that he picked up his old friend around noon on Saturday at the airport south of Seattle. He immediately drove him to the Whidbey Island ferry and then to his apartment. There he gave Guidry a key to the Archer residence and the gun, explaining that he and Maria would be miles away from the murder location. After Guidry had determined that Dennis Archer was indeed dead, he was to call Pitre and give him the code words “Bernie Garcia.”


The witness said he explained to Guidry that the gun was to be dropped off the Deception Pass bridge as they drove to Sea-Tac airport after the murder. The water below was so deep that no one would ever find it.


The plot to murder Maria’s husband sounded so cold-blooded as Roland Pitre spun it out. Cold-blooded it was and planned to the minute. On Sunday night, July 13, Pitre testified, he took his sister over to the Brocks’ home to visit as he planned. He had been very careful that no one in Oak Harbor saw Steve Guidry and kept him hidden in his van until the moment came for him to leave for the Archers’ house. Maria would not be there, of course, because they had planned for her to leave her home well before Guidry got there. The children were not to be hurt; they were to be shut up in the basement so they would not witness their father’s murder.


After Pitre dispatched Guidry to commit murder, he said, he spent his time waiting for Maria, “frying fish, and watching Mork and Mindy.”


The judo expert then described to the jury a Maria Archer who was completely different from the loving mother and penitent unfaithful wife that she portrayed herself to be in her statements and testimony.


“She got there, and we sat on a sofa for a while,” Roland Pitre told the jurors. They gazed at Maria Archer as she sat at the defense table, her head slightly bowed, her hands clasped in her lap.


“I was laying down with my head in her lap, and she asked me to make love to her,” Pitre continued. “That was about twenty minutes after she got there. We went upstairs. During the time we were upstairs, she asked several times what time it was and whether I thought it had happened yet. I told her I didn’t know. It was supposed to happen when it was dark. But the time wasn’t specific.”


Pitre recalled that Maria rose from the bed, began to get dressed, and was brushing her long, dark hair about 10:30. She had then made a couple of phone calls, including one to her friend, Lola Sanchez.


“Maria told me that Lola had told her she shouldn’t be seeing me and that Dennis was going to find out about us and she was going to lose everything,” Pitre testified. “Then she said, ‘You know, she’s right.’ Maria said it would be better for me and my daughter and for her and her kids if we not see each other anymore.”


“I said, ‘You know, Maria, Dennis is probably dead now.’ ”


“She said, ‘I know,’ and then she left.”


Roland Pitre said he had realized suddenly at that point that he had been “tricked” and “manipulated” into arranging his lover’s husband’s murder and that Maria had never intended to marry him at all. He had been duped. The thought of what he had done for a love that didn’t really exist ate at his mind like acid. Not surprisingly, he said his mental problems had grown worse after his arrest, that he had stopped eating and drinking and that he even lost his memory for long periods of time. He actually began to believe that it was an evil being named Targan who made him do the bad things he did to keep Maria’s love.


Still, he recalled that Maria came to visit him once in jail and that she mouthed the words “I love you” during that visit.


But she never came back.


Roland Pitre was supremely convincing as the betrayed lover, who was now facing years in prison because he had been seduced by a wanton woman and used to carry out her murderous desires. On the witness stand, he managed to hide the muscles of a trained judo expert and looked like the pathetic loser he claimed to be.


 


Now it was time for the defense. Maria Archer’s lawyer, Gil Mullen, one of Seattle’s most effective criminal defense lawyers, tore into Roland Pitre during cross-examination. Mullen aimed at Pitre’s credibility as a witness, which he showed was highly suspect by quoting lies in several statements Pitre gave to the Island County lawmen since his arrest. Pitre’s statement that Steven Guidry arrived from Louisiana wearing only rubber thongs as footwear seemed one of the more minor oddities in a case already so strange. But then what are the rules of dress for someone contemplating murder? Suit and tie? Trench coat? Hip boots? Whether Guidry wore thongs or sneakers didn’t seem to have much to do with his guilt.


Now Gil Mullen smiled sardonically as he pointed out that Pitre’s insistence that Guidry was such a loyal friend that he offered to be the triggerman for nothing, refusing $5,000, money he needed badly, defied credulity.


And what are the limitless bounds of friendship? The jury was considering these peculiarities when counselor Mullen hit on an area that shocked most of the gallery.


Mullen elicited an admission from Roland Pitre that he had considered murdering his 20-month-old daughter earlier in the summer of 1980. For profit. Pitre admitted that he had insured Bébé’s life for as much as he could, an amount the State estimated at $45,000. He said the thought of killing little Bébé, who had been entrusted to him in temporary custody, had seized his mind—but for only a day or so. Then he said he dismissed the idea.


“But the thought did occur while I was putting Bébé to sleep for her nap,” Pitre testified. “I said ‘Nothing better happen to you, or I’ll be a rich man.’ ”


“What method did you consider when you thought of killing your daughter?” Mullen probed.


Pitre said he had considered killing the child with a drug overdose by giving her access to his medicine cabinet or maybe stuffing her into a plastic garbage bag so that she would suffocate or throwing her from his moving van. He hastened to add that Maria had known nothing of these dark thoughts.


Pitre was asked about various statements he had made about Dennis Archer’s killing, with Mullen often pointing out discrepancies. Pitre answered that everything he said in each statement was “true at the time.”


Targan, the evil being, was blamed for the murder in a statement Pitre gave on August 28.


“Is Targan still with us today?” Mullen asked.


“No, he’s not.”


“Targan had nothing to do with it?” Mullen probed.


“No, but at that time, I thought he did.”


“You once claimed to be a hit man for organized crime in New Orleans. Was that true?”


“I was making a joke,” Pitre said with a smirk, as if it were laughable.


Pitre maintained in court that he felt overwhelming guilt about Dennis Archer’s murder. He said that there were times when he found it was difficult even to look at himself in the mirror to shave. But he was resolute about his testimony that Maria Archer had been the one who pushed and prodded him into arranging her husband’s killing.


“I was used,” he said flatly.


As the trial moved into its second week, Maria Archer herself took the witness stand, seemingly undisturbed by the television and still cameras that recorded her every movement. She appeared to have no stage fright in a courtroom filled to overflowing with the curious. It was easy to believe Maria. She perched on the edge of the witness chair, looking almost childlike, so tiny that her feet hardly touched the floor. She wore a plaid pleated skirt, a dark blazer, and a ruffle of white at her neck, and she smiled often, although it was a subdued smile, one suitable for a young widow.


Her voice was so soft that even with the amplification of a microphone, it didn’t reach to the rear of the courtroom. The jurors leaned forward in their chairs, straining to understand her words.


By testifying in her own defense, Maria opened herself up to cross-examination, but she seemed prepared for that. Her own attorney asked her many of the “tough” questions, aware that they would be forthcoming from the prosecutor, David Thiele, on cross. Mullen used this effective technique to defuse any of her answers that might make the jury think badly of her. If he asked them first, they wouldn’t have as much impact when the prosecutor asked them.


Maria repeated the story that Detective Edwards taped two days after her husband was killed. The jurors had already heard that tape, and it was one of the most compelling pieces of evidence that the State had against her.


Now, on the witness stand, she once again admitted her affair with Roland Pitre. “Was it a physical affair?”


“That’s what I always understood an affair was,” she said a little condescendingly, toward even her own lawyer.


Maria said she believed that Roland understood her wish to return to Dennis, but then she said she was horrified at the way he began to cling to her. Once he came back to Whidbey Island with temporary custody of his daughter, he didn’t seem to know what to do. Yes, she admitted that she saw Roland Pitre almost every day for two weeks prior to the murder, but that had not been her choice. It was because he dogged her trail, confronting her everywhere she went. She could not avoid him, and she felt sorry for his sister. She recounted the meeting around July 1, 1980, in their mutual friends’ bedroom.


“I did not want to see him. But I went there. Mr. Pitre started talking to me. He was extremely apprehensive. He started crying. I thought he would not want to be embarrassed so we went to the bedroom to talk.”


Roland Pitre (whom she occasionally referred to as “Sensei,” a Japanese word for “teacher” used frequently in martial-arts training). “He was different from the nice friend who’d left. His hair was different, blond instead of dark. He sat on the bed. He was trembling. He asked if he was going to see me any more beyond judo class, and I shook my head no. ‘That’s what I was afraid of,’ he said. He cried, and he caressed the air around me. He was afraid to touch me. I yelled at him and preached at him a lot.


“I told him: ‘You are a blind man touching a big, gigantic elephant, touching just the tail and you think the tail is the whole elephant. You can’t pray for anything you want! You are not a good Catholic.’ ”


She said that she had called him a fool.


As far as Maria was concerned, she testified, the affair was over, dead, cold.


“Did you ever at any occasion suggest anything that could have sounded like killing your husband?” Mullen asked.


“No. Never.”


“Did you talk to him about drugging or poisoning your husband? Did you say anything about giving him some Sominex?”


“Never. Never.”


“Had Mr. Pitre ever discussed his plan to kill your husband with you?”


“Never. He wouldn’t discuss my husband with me. Never.”


Maria’s scathing answers were spat out as Mullen asked her if she’d agreed to a plan to leave her children at home while a third party—Steven Guidry—went to her home to kill her husband. “Did you agree to expose the children to that danger?”


“I am not demented!”


The questions became more difficult after Prosecutor Thiele rose to cross-examine Maria Archer. Thiele asked, “You lied about being with Roland Pitre on the night your husband was shot. You asked Lola Sanchez to tell your husband you were with her?”



A. …it was not the truth…


Q. You lied to the police on that first night?


A. But it had nothing to do with it.


Q. Why did you tell them you were at Mrs. Sanchez’s?


A. Wherever I was, it was none of their business.


Q. In the statement you gave to Sergeant Edwards, you said you’d told Lola Sanchez to “just tell him [Archer] I was at your house?”


A. I was under Valium. I don’t remember the statement.




Thiele suggested that Dennis Archer had planned to move into a mobile home the Archers owned when he returned from deployment in June 1980, but he couldn’t do that because Maria had sold it while he was gone. He asked her if it was true that there would be no “quarters allowance” from the navy if Archer didn’t move back with her because of the problems they were having over Roland Pitre. He pointed out that she had financial motivation to reconcile with her husband.


Maria appeared not to understand what he was getting at. When Thiele asked her if she had—or would—derive any financial benefit from her husband’s death, Maria Archer said she couldn’t hear him. He repeated the question in a slightly louder voice. There was no way she could claim to be that deaf.


Thiele asked specifically about the three insurance policies: $25,000 from Old Line of the South, $20,000 from Servicemen’s Life Insurance, $3,000 (a navy policy), and mortgage insurance on the Archer home, which had recently been sold for $72,000.


Maria Archer barely acknowledged this information. Thiele then pointed out that all the money that might be coming to her was frozen because of litigation brought by Dennis Archer’s family. They were suing Maria in civil court through the Slayer’s Act (which denies insurance benefits or inheritance from wills or profits from writing about their crimes to someone who has caused the death of the benefactor).


Thiele led Maria through the many meetings, phone calls, judo classes, and the countless hours that Maria had spent with Roland Pitre since her husband’s return. Still, she was adamant that she had merely been trying to help a man who was as dependent upon her as a baby.


With her chin tilted up haughtily, Maria denied absolutely that she had wanted her husband dead.


Now, two versions of the strange case had been told. It was almost Christmas, and outside the courtroom the first-floor lobby of the King County Courthouse held a towering, decorated fir tree, but there was no holiday spirit at all inside.


Steven Guidry had said nothing during the trial. He had barely glanced up from the yellow legal sheet that he filled with scrawls during the long court sessions. Now it was his turn to tell of the events leading to the strange and fatal weekend in Oak Harbor, Washington, in July 1980.


Guidry was neither timid nor cocky as he took the witness stand to be questioned by his lawyer, Richard Hansen. The second defendant recalled that he and Roland Pitre were best friends from their early teens until Pitre joined the Marines. And it was Steve Guidry, not Pitre, who first became interested in judo. The defendant said he joined the Jefferson Parish Junior Deputies (an organization the sheriff’s office sponsored to stop crime among juveniles) when he was 12 or 13. Steve took to the judo instruction with enthusiasm, and he persuaded Roland, who lived a few blocks away, to join, too. They both became adept in the martial art.


After Pitre left for the Marines, Steve said he saw him four or five times over the years and that Pitre sent him postcards and letters from Japan. He didn’t know Pitre’s wife well, although he and his wife double-dated with the Pitres on one occasion. He didn’t feel that Pitre’s wife was well suited to him but didn’t explain why.


Steve Guidry said that life wasn’t going so well for him in the late spring of 1980. He was working on a pipeline repairing gas detectors and mud-monitoring equipment, and he wasn’t contented with the work. The apartment he shared with his wife and son had a broken-down air conditioner, which in New Orleans in the summer made the rooms like ovens. His wife took their child and moved to her parents’home. Since Guidry didn’t get along well with them, he moved in with his mother and sisters.


“I wanted to buy a house,” Guidry told the jury. “But I couldn’t see how I’d ever be able to pay for one, so I joined the Marines, thinking I’d learn a specialty and eventually be able to afford a house for us.”


Guidry spent every day in late June and early July 1980 with Marine recruiters, taking tests, talking about the opportunities in the Marines. “My test results were so high that I qualified for every school they offered. I wanted electronics, but the only thing available in that field at the time was refrigeration school, and I didn’t really want that.”


For the first time in a long time, Guidry had called his old friend, Roland Pitre, “to discuss the Marines and what schools I might want to get into.”


Guidry said Pitre urged him to wait until the avionics school was available. Steve followed his advice, delaying his departure for basic training until sometime in September. It left him with several weeks of free time on his hands; he’d quit his job and had virtually no money. He testified that he was really pleased when Pitre called him a few days later and invited him to come up to Washington State for a visit. It would give him the opportunity to look over the Marine installation in Oak Harbor.


It turned out that Roland’s life wasn’t running smoothly, either. He told Steve Guidry that he was in terrible trouble, something he couldn’t discuss over his phone, which he said was tapped. “He told me I was the only person he could trust. He offered to pay for my ticket both ways and all expenses if I’d fly up.”


Guidry testified that he agreed to fly to Washington. He was supposed to leave during the week of July 14 to July 19, but he had received an eviction notice from his landlord and had to wangle an extension from a Hanrahan constable. He called Pitre and said he couldn’t make it. “He told me I had to come—it was so important—so I told him I’d come for a couple of days anyway.”


Guidry said he thought it was kind of strange that Pitre didn’t want him to fly under his own name, but he finally agreed to fly under the name “Billy Evans.” He flew into Sea-Tac airport on Saturday morning. He brought one change of clothes, and, yes, he had worn his usual rubber thongs for footwear.


“Roland met me about noon on July 12. I axed [sic] him what the trouble was, but he told me to wait till we were in his van. First, he bought my return ticket, and then we headed for Oak Harbor. I axed him again what the big problem was, and he started talking about his affair with his girlfriend and how much he loved her and how he wished he’d met her before he met his wife and how no woman ever treated him like that before. It seems like she was married and her husband was back from deployment. The guy being back presented a big problem. Roland said that the guy knew about him and the wife and was going to have Roland sent to a military prison because you can’t go out with an officer’s wife while he’s gone on duty.”


Then Roland said, Guidry testified, that he really brought Guidry up to Washington State to kill his girlfriend’s husband.


“He says he wants me to kill the husband because of the prison threat and that the guy found out because he’d tapped the phone and heard his wife and Roland talking. He said the guy had beat the girlfriend and her kids up, too.”


Guidry said he’d been shocked and told Pitre it was ridiculous to plan to kill the man. “But Roland ignored me. He showed me a pistol, ammo, and some maps in a duffel bag. It was a .357 pistol.”


Guidry said he’d called Pitre “crazy,” and Pitre assured him that nothing could go wrong, the killing had been planned for weeks. The maps and diagrams were of the house where the man was to be killed. Pitre explained several plans that had already been considered and discarded. In one plan, Pitre was going to have someone fly to California or Oregon under Dennis Archer’s name. Then Pitre was going to kill Dennis and dispose of the body, and it would look as if Archer had simply disappeared from the flight. In another, Pitre was going to talk Archer into climbing a ladder, from which he would fall and break his neck. Guidry testified that he was dumbfounded. None of his old friend’s wild imaginings sounded like the Pitre he knew.


The current plan was for Guidry to be the hit man while Pitre spent the time—set for Monday evening, July 14—with friends at the Globe and Anchor Bar so he’d have an alibi.


Guidry told the jurors next about a less than delightful “vacation” weekend in Washington State. He said that Pitre had insisted that he spend most of his time waiting in Pitre’s van, because Pitre didn’t want his sister to see him. Oddly, Pitre has taken Guidry to the Globe and Anchor (where Pitre worked) on Saturday night and introduced him around, but then he stashed him right back in the van parked outside Pitre’s apartment.


By Sunday, Guidry said, he was getting pretty annoyed. Pitre had taken him for a ride and bought him a couple of Big Macs, for a picnic on the beach. Then he started in again on how it was up to Guidry to shoot Dennis Archer.


The jurors glanced from Steve Guidry to Maria Archer and back again. Everyone involved in this case was talking and talking a lot. Whom were they going to believe?


 


Guidry testified that he never saw the Archer home and never saw Maria, but that he probably was the man walking near the truck that Jo Brock saw on Saturday afternoon. “Roland took me with him to borrow it because he said he needed it to move.”


Guidry said that he had finally had enough of Roland Pitre’s constant pressure to shoot Dennis Archer. “I told Roland that I was leaving Monday morning. He said he couldn’t take me to the airport Sunday night, because he was having company, or Monday morning, because he had to work. We started to bicker. We got back to his apartment about 5:30 on Sunday afternoon and Pitre told me again to ‘wait in the van’ until his sister left. I told him I was going to leave that night, and I needed transportation to the airport or I’d hitchhike. I got my suitcase and said I wanted to leave before the sun went down. Finally, he tossed me the keys to the truck, and I left.”


It was Guidry’s testimony that he drove out of Oak Harbor around seven. He took a wrong turn on his way to the airport, some 118 miles away, and ended up north of Oak Harbor in Anacortes instead of south heading for Seattle. Retracing his path, he finally headed in the right direction. He said he stopped once to go to the bathroom and ask directions and once to get something to eat.


Guidry swore on the stand he had nothing to do with Dennis Archer’s murder and that he’d told Pitre the whole plan was ridiculous.


 


The Archers’ children would probably have been the only witnesses anyone could believe for sure. Although they were nearly hysterical when the deputies responded to their mother’s phone call on the night of the murder, they had conveyed that their father had been shot and killed in his home by a “strange man.”


According to the medical examiner and neighbors’ statements, the shooting had probably occurred around ten PM.


At ten PM, Maria Archer, by her testimony, was with Roland Pitre. At ten PM, Roland Pitre, by his testimony, was in bed with Maria Archer in his apartment. At ten PM, Steven Guidry, by his testimony, was driving toward the Seattle-Tacoma Airport. The driving time between Oak Harbor and the airport, which is fifteen miles south of Seattle, is just over two hours if one adheres to the speed limit.


Maria Archer left Roland Pitre’s apartment to return home at eleven PM. After her husband’s body was removed to await autopsy, Maria remained home for the rest of the night. She made one phone call at around 2:30 AM. That call was to her friend Lola Sanchez, who reported that Maria said, “Someone broke into our house and shot my husband. It must have happened just when I was talking to you on the phone from Roland’s apartment.”


Roland Pitre spent most of the night driving by the death house, occasionally stopping and attempting to talk to Maria. Steven Guidry spent the night at the Sea-Tac airport awaiting the flight to New Orleans, which he boarded at seven on July 14.


In short, if one believed all of the testimony given in the three-week-long trial, none of the principals could have shot Dennis Archer. Each pointed a finger at someone else. It was the sort of stuff that can boggle juries’ minds.


Prosecutor David Thiele bluntly told the jury in his final arguments: “It is an either-or situation. There are only two possible murderers of Dennis Archer: Pitre or Guidry. Evidence has proved that the actual killing was done by Guidry.”


Thiele reminded the jury of Pitre’s testimony that he and the victim’s wife were in his apartment making love at the time of the murder. “Roland Pitre would not have had time to go out and do the killing himself. Roland Pitre was not the triggerman. Steven Guidry was the triggerman, and Maria Archer was a participant in the plot.”


Thiele pointed out a “fourfold” reason for Maria’s wanting her husband dead: “She wanted to rid herself of a husband she no longer loved or [even] liked.” Added to that, Archer’s death would clear the way, Thiele said, for Maria to marry Roland Pitre, give her financial gain in the amount of $120,000, and protect her from losing her children in a custody suit stemming from a divorce action.


Gil Mullen, Maria’s attorney, struck hard at Roland Pitre’s credibility as a witness. “The state’s case has got to rise or fall on the testimony of Roland Pitre. And Roland Pitre is a thief, a faker, a cold-blooded, violent, confessed murderer and an unmitigated liar!”


Mullen did not attempt to paint Maria as a saint. “Maria Archer admits she had an affair with Roland Pitre, and she was ashamed and not very proud of it; but she is not here on trial for having an affair. She is not here on trial for committing sexual indiscretions. She is here on trial for murder—premeditated murder.”


Richard Hansen, Steven Guidry’s attorney, enlarged on the defense’s belief that Pitre was a liar. “If you convict these two innocent people, that is going to help Roland Pitre. He has a strong incentive to help convict these innocent people to help himself. It would cut off half or probably more of his sentence.”


By testifying against his former mistress and his former best friend, Roland Pitre was now allowed to plead guilty to second-degree murder, and he would indeed have a much shorter sentence than life in prison.
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